The main objective of this research was to determine the interactive relationship between human resource management (HRM) professional competencies and background variables of employees in diverse South African work place context. A Human Resource professional competency measure was administered among HR practitioners and managers (N=483) from a variety of South African organisations. The results showed that significant differences exist between the respondent's perceptions of the importance of HRM competencies based on their age, educational qualifications years of work experience and management level. Respondents aged 20-29 years viewed the leadership-and personal credibility, solution creation, HR metrics, HR service delivery and HR technology as less important than older employees. Respondents with a higher level qualification viewed the HRM competencies of Leadership-and personal credibility, talent management, HR risk, HR service delivery, Strategic impact, HR business knowledge, Business acumen and HR technology as more important than respondents with a lower level qualification. Respondents with 11 to 15 years of work experience regarded the solution creation competency as more importance that did those with 0 to five years of work experience. Respondents employed on middle management level viewed the competency of being able to perform metrics as more important than did those employed on operational level. Recommendations are made.
INTRODUCTION
rganisations worldwide are currently experiencing a complex and dynamic changing environment in which most businesses must compete to remain sustainable. Most of these organisations realise that their competitive advantage lies within their employees (Cascio & Boudreau, 2008; Chabault, Hulin, & Soparnot, 2012; Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Kaye & Smith, 2012) . Worldwide socio-economic developments such as globalisation, increasing speed towards a service economy, shorter product life cycles, changes in workforce demographics, a focus on customer loyalty, the increasing 'war for talent, and an emphasis on financial performance challenge the human resources (HR) function in its role of creating added value for the organisation (Mamman & Sumantri, 2014; Schultz, 2010; Srimannarayana, 2010; Story, Barbuto, Luthans, & Bovaid, 2014) .
It is therefore to be expected that HR professionals should be at the forefront of organisational strategic leadership (Du Plessis & Barkhuizen, 2011; Story et al., 2014) . Yet, to the contrary, the importance of activities performed by human resource management (HRM) seems to be losing ground in the majority of organisations, while other functional areas (for example, information technology, operations, finance, and marketing) are gaining greater influence (Guest & Woodrow, 2012) . In most cases, HRM appears to be playing a secondary role, at a time when the ability to harness an organisation's HR should be more in demand and more valued than ever before (Compton, 2009) . Research evidence suggests that executives uphold a narrow view of the HR function and HR practitioners (Guest & Woodrow, 2012; Magau & Roodt, 2010; Public Service Commission, 2010; Schultz, 2010; Venter & Barkhuizen, 2005) . In fact, there is still a prevalent typifying of the HR discipline today, which includes the -1910 1910 -1930 1930 -1945 1945 -1965 1965 -1985 
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Fredrick Taylor develops his ideas on scientific HR management.
The civil rights movement in the U.S. reaches its peak with the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
Three trends dramatically impact HRM:
• diversity of the labour force;
• globalization of business and the accompanying technological revolution; and • the focus of HRM as a strategic function.
In the U.S., a tremendous serge in union membership between 1935 and 1950 leads to a greater emphasis on collective bargaining and labour relations within personal management.
The interpretation of the Hawthorne studies begins to have an impact on management thought and practice. Greater emphasis is place on the social and informal aspects of the workplace affecting worker productivity.
Many companies establish departments devoted to maintaining the welfare of workers
There is an effort to establish a culture of non-racialism in South African industrial relations.
South Africa is known for legalistic management of people, strict control, and lack of flexibility, with little room for individualism in employment relations.
The discovery of diamonds in South Africa led to the first establishment of trade unions with in South Africa: the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joinery of Great Britain.
During this time, the first personnel departments were set up within the mining industry.
During this period, South Africa gradually moved away from welfarism to human relations.
The application of competence models to improve HR practitioners' skill sets is a common feature of the USA's society; however, it is not common practice in South Africa (Meyer, 2012) . Authors are of the opinion that competence models developed in the USA may not be applicable to other countries, because of cultural diversity aspects (Abdullah, Musa, & Ali, 2011; Mamman & Sumantri, 2014) . New HR competence models are thus needed, as the business world is changing at an unmatched rate. In order to stay competitive and relevant, the needed competence models must be continually researched and updated. Global economic uncertainty, technology developments, customer demands, demographic transitions, and industry mergers have led to HR issues being more important to business leaders than ever before (Hall & Fourie, 2007) . In support, Caldwell (2010) argued that competence models are perceived to be broadly effective in selecting business partners, but less effective in developing business partners or linking HR strategy with business strategy. As a result, various HR professionals and stakeholders undeniably have different views and expectations of HRM and its roles, and use different criteria to assess its effectiveness (Boudreau & Lawler, 2014; O' Brien, & Linehan, 2014) .
Therefore, the need exist to develop a competency model that can be applied for HR practitioners in the South African context. In the view of this, Schutte (2015) developed a HRM professional competence model that can be used to assess HR professional competencies in the South African workplace. The competence model consists of three HR professional competency dimensions: Professional behaviour and leadership, Service orientation and excellence and Business Intelligence. The Professional behaviour and leadership competency consist of four subcompetencies including Leadership-and personal credibility, Solution creation, Interpersonal communication and Innovation. The Service orientation and excellence competency include the sub-competencies Talent Management, HR risk, HR metrics and HR service delivery. The Business intelligence competency includes the four subcompetencies HR strategic impact, HR business knowledge, HR business acumen and HR technology. This model has been validated and is showing promising results in terms of assessing the effective application of HR professional competencies in South African organisations.
HR Competencies and Background Variables
Limited research currently exists on employee perceptions of the importance of HRM competencies and practices in the workplace. Van der Westhuizen et al. (2003) found that the formal acknowledgement of HR as a profession is more important to men than to women. In the same study, respondents who were permanently employed in larger organisations viewed education and training as important for HRM as a profession.
Job level also appears to have an important influence on how employees view HR and talent management practices. Barkhuizen and Veldsman (2012) found that middle managers perceived a poorer application of talent management practices in the organisations, compared to senior and lower-level management, and were more likely to leave the organisations as a result.
RESEARCH DESIGN
The research approach of the present study was quantitative in nature, as the aim of the research was to validate a HR competence measure. A non-experimental cross-sectional survey research strategy of inquiry was utilized in this study, based on the need for exploratory research on HR competencies in the South Africa workplace (see Field, 2009 ).
Sampling
The respondents were HR officers and managers from various organisations in the public and private sector who had knowledge about HRM processes in the workplace. The study employed purposive convenience sampling, whereby the respondents were chosen based on their availability to participate and to provide the desired information. Permission was obtained from the necessary authorities prior to the administration of the questionnaire. Hard-copy surveys were distributed to the relevant participants. Ethical clearance was obtained prior to the administration of the surveys. Confidentiality was maintained at all times.
A total of 800 questionnaires were distributed, of which 483 were returned. This represented a 60.38% response rate. The demographics of the respondents in this sample were as follows: 55.3% were women, 70.6% spoke indigenous languages, and 78.3% were black Africans. Of the respondents, 29.6% were aged 30-39 years, 35.8% held a bachelor's degree as their highest level of educational qualification, and 31.1% were employed on middle management level. A total of 38.4% of the respondents had six to 15 years' work experience, 83.9% had a tenure of 0-10 years in their current job, and 64.2% had a tenure of 0-10 years with their current organisation.
Measuring Instrument
The HRM Professional Competence Model (Schutte, 2015) was used as a measure of HR professional competencies in the present study. This questionnaire consisted of three sections that measures three competency dimensions: Professional behaviour and leadership, Service Orientation and excellence and Business Intelligence. The Professional behaviour and leadership competency consist of four sub-competencies, namely Leadership-and personal credibility (8 items), Solution creation (4 items), Interpersonal communication (7 items), and Innovation (6 items). The Service orientation and execution competency consisted of four sub-competencies, namely Talent management (9 items), HR risk (5 items), HR metrics (6 items), and HR service delivery (6 items). The Business intelligence competency consisted of four sub-competencies, namely Strategic impact (11 items), HR business knowledge (10 items), Business acumen (6 items), and HR technology (3 items). Responses were measured in a fivepoint Likert scale, ranging from "Not important" (1) to "Critical" (5). The competency dimension measurement has been validated in the South African context (Schutte, 2015) .
An exploratory factors analysis using principal components analyses and varimax rotation was done on the 44 items of the Business intelligence competency dimension of the questionnaire. The analyses resulted in four underlying factors: The four factors for both language groups were labelled Strategic impact (Factor 1), HR business knowledge (Factor 2), HR business acumen (Factor 3), and HR technology (Factor 4) which explained 77.358% of the variance of the Business intelligence competency domain.
The descriptive statistics of the competency dimensions measurements are reported in Table 1 below. .040]. The results showed that respondents with a postgraduate qualification or a bachelor's degree viewed the talent management competency as more important than did those with a certificate or diploma as their highest qualification. Respondents with a bachelor's degree viewed the competencies of governance and HR service delivery as more important than did those with a certificate or diploma as their highest level of qualification. Respondents with a postgraduate qualification viewed the HR service delivery competency as more important than did respondents in possession of a bachelor's degree as their highest level of qualification.
Wilks's lambda for the variable job level was .938 [F (16, 483) = 1.857; p ≤ 0.05]. Analysis of each dependent variable, using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of 0.025, showed that the groups differed regarding HR metrics [F (4, 483) = 2.715; p ≤0.05; partial η 2 = .023]. Respondents employed on middle management level viewed the competency of being able to perform metrics and measurements as more important than did those employed on operational level.
MANOVA Analyses: Business Intelligence Dimension
The results in Table 4 show that the respondents differed significantly regarding the importance of Business intelligence, based on age and qualifications. No significant differences were found for the variables gender, home language, ethnicity, job level, years of work experience, years in current job, or years in current organisation. The results of the post hoc analyses are reported below. 
DISCUSSION
The main objective of this research was to determine the interactive relationship between the application of professional human resource management competencies and employees based on their demographic characteristics.
In general the results highlighted the importance of human resource management competencies in the workplace. HR Business Knowledge, interpersonal skills and communication, HR solutions and implementation and HR risk emerged as the most important HR competencies. These results amplified the need for core HR competencies in an unstable business environment (Schultz, 2010; Ulrich et al., 2008) .
The MANOVA analyses showed significant differences between the respondents' perceptions of HR competencies based on their demographic characteristics. The predominant was that Generation Y employees view HR competencies as less important, compared to older generations. In the present study, respondents aged 20-29 years viewed Solution generation, HR metrics, HR service delivery, and HR technology as less important, compared to respondents aged 30-39 years and 40-49 years. These results contradict previous findings that younger generations view HR competencies as more important than other age groups (Barkhuizen, 2014; Masibigiri & Nienaber, 2011) . These results are concerning, as younger generations display faster employment turnover than older generations.
The results further showed that employees with a higher-level qualification viewed the competencies Leadershipand personal credibility, Solution creation, Interpersonal communication, Innovation, HR risk, HR service delivery, Strategic impact, HR business knowledge, Business acumen, and HR technology as more important, compared to employees with a lower-level qualification. Furthermore, respondents on middle management level viewed HR metrics as more important than did those employed on operational level. Finally, those who had 11 to 15 years of work experience regarded Solution creation as more important that did those with 0 to five years' work experience. The results confirm previous findings that employees in higher ranks in organisations and with more years of work experience regard HR practices as more important, compared to those on lower organisational levels (Barkhuizen & Veldsman, 2012) .
This research had some limitations. A first limitation was the sample size, specifically the sampling procedure in the present study, which has limitations in terms of the findings generalised to the total population. Secondly limited empirical information exists on the interactive relationship between professional human resource management competencies and background variables which made interpretation of the results difficult. For future research it is recommended that the sample be expanded to other occupational groups to allow for the generalisation of research results. More research is also needed to clarify human resource management competencies within the South African and global fraternity.
In conclusion, this research highlighted the importance of human resource management as a profession in South Africa and the subsequent application of professional competencies. HR practitioners should therefore focus on improving their status as a strategic business partner and enhance the transparent application of HR competencies across all demographic groups in the workplace. Based on the results of this research more emphasis should be
